Autonomic neuropathy and chronic liver disease.
Autonomic neuropathy has been reported in association with alcoholic cirrhosis but there is no information on its occurrence in non-alcoholic liver disease. We have examined autonomic function in 64 patients with biopsy-proven liver disease (22 with alcoholic liver disease and 42 with non-alcoholic liver disease) together with 29 age-matched controls. Forty-five per cent of patients with alcoholic liver disease and 43 per cent with non-alcoholic liver disease showed evidence of parasympathetic damage; 11 per cent of patients with alcoholic liver disease and 12 per cent with non-alcoholic liver disease had sympathetic damage. Forty-five per cent of patients with alcoholic liver disease and 22 per cent with non-alcoholic liver disease had peripheral neuropathy on clinical examination. Sixty-eight per cent of those with peripheral neuropathy also had autonomic neuropathy. This study confirms that autonomic neuropathy is common in alcoholic patients but the fact that it is found with comparable frequency in non-alcoholic liver disease suggests that the neurological defect may be secondary to the disturbed liver function. The implications of these observations with regard to prognosis of chronic liver disease are discussed.